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Bringing literature to life
-Charlote Bronte and Jane Eyre-
Karen Takizawa and Aideen E. Brody
In this report we will be discussing the life and times of Charlotte Bronte, a visit
we made in 1989 to "Bronte Country" in the West Riding of Yorkshire, and a unit we
subsequently taught on Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre to a group of second year
students at Seisen Women's Junior College.
Introduction
In the early stages of studying any foreign language,
the major focus is naturally on practical, useful language
which is relevant to the students' experience. Textbooks
mainly present the students with conversational dialogs in
modern language III contemporary situations. Any
exposure to literature at this stage is likely to be in the
form of short poems, stories or plays, or abridged versions
of longer works.
After several years of language study, however, the students ought to be able to
undertake the study of longer works in the original. It is through the study of
literature that students can go beyond grammar and vocabulary, and learn something
about the history, culture, life style, social structure, and values of the people who
speak that language.
A work of literature provides a general structured topic and an infinite number of
sub-topics for study and discussion, so a literature class taught by a native speaker of
the language is both a conversation class and a content class. We agree with Collie
and Slater (1987) when they say, "The overall aim, then, of our approach to the
teaching of literature is to let the student derive the benefits of communicative and
other activities for language improvement within the context of suitable works of
literature" (p. 10).
The next problem is the choosing of a suitable work of literature. We chose Jane
Eyre because of our love for the novel and admiration for the author, Charlotte
Bronte. This work is also well-known in Japan and translations are readily available
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for students who wish to read them. An additional plus to this story is that the main
character is a young woman who is about the same age as our own students, and
whose life, though bitterly hard at times, ends happily.
Having chosen a work, we had to consider the best way of bringing it to life in
the classroom. Because of our previous success with using video in our classes, we
decided to base our course on a filmed version of Jane Eyre. In addition, we took
advantage of the summer recess to visit Yorkshire to gather supplementary materials
for the course.
Part 1: Charlotte Bronte
Charlotte Bronte, already famous when she died in 1855 a few weeks short of her
thirty-ninth birthday, has been extensively written about. The definitive biography,
that by Mrs. Gaskell which was first published in 1857, was written at the request of
the Reverend Patrick Bronte, Charlotte's father, to try and lay to rest some of the
wilder stories about his children. Myriad subsequent biographies on the Brontes have
been based on Mrs. Gaskell's work. Mrs. Gaskell, in turn, based much of her book
on a collection of some 400 letters Charlotte had written to her life-long friend, Ellen
Nussey, over a period of twenty-five years.
Charlotte's life, family relationships, the age in which she lived, the influences to
which she was exposed, and her writings from childhood on have all been explored in
full. Despite both this and the 135 years that have passed since she died, the
fascination with the Brontes continues unabated. It is fun to speculate on what the
reactions of the Brontes themselves would be if they could but see the tremendous
industry, from scholarly writing to common tourism, that has resulted from their
studious lives in a quiet village on the isolated Yorkshire Moors. To how many
people have they provided congenial employment, they who in their own lifetimes
found it so hard to come by!
Family History
Charlotte was the third daughter of the Reverend Patrick Bronte, who was born
in Ireland, and his wife Maria, who was born in Cornwall. The six Bronte children
(Maria, Elizabeth, Charlotte, Patrick Branwell, Emily Jane, and Anne) were all born
in Yorkshire between 1813 and 1820. The family moved to Haworth in 1820 about a
month after Anne's birth when Patrick was appointed perpetual curate of St. Michael
and All Angels there. Mrs. Bronte unfortunately died of stomach cancer in 1821, after
only nine years of marriage. In 1823 her older sister Elizabeth Branwell (Aunt
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Branwell) came from Cornwall to spend the rest of her life taking care of the
children.
Patrick Bronte was a man of firm character. He had strong opinions, and took
strong likes and dislikes. He also had definite, and, for his time, unusual, ideas on
education. After Mrs. Bronte's death, when her oldest child, Maria, was only eight,
the education of the Bronte children was almost entirely in the hands of Mr. Bronte.
The children received little formal education, perhaps partially as a result of the
early deaths (in 1825) of Maria and Elizabeth Bronte after they attended the Cowan
Bridge Clergy Daughters' School. Fearing for their health, Patrick Bronte
immediately withdrew Charlotte and Emily, so Charlotte was only at the Cowan
Bridge School for eight months, from August, 1824 to June, 1825. The only other
formal schooling received by Charlotte, Emily, and Anne was the approximately one
year each of them spent at Miss Wooler's school at Roe Head. Charlotte herself was
there as a pupil from January, 1831 to July, 1832. Branwell, the only boy, had no more
than a few months at a low-level local school. Mr. Bronte, in any case, could not
afford on his £200 annual income, to provide expensive full-time schooling for his
children. However, he was unstinting in his purchases of reading mattter - books,
magazines, and newspapers - to which all his children had free access, and he even
hired an art teacher for his children during 1833-34. In addition to his sermons,
Patrick himself was a published author of several volumes of poetry, a novel, and a
wide variety of tracts and letters on social and political problems. In short, in the
Bronte household, writing was as natural as breathing.
Important to their lives at this time, and to the development of their characters,
was Patrick Bronte's belief in personal freedom and his encouragement of an active
outdoor life. From early childhood the children were accustomed to freely pursuing
their own interests and to independently roaming the moors. Their daily schedules
within the family followed a regular pattern, which allowed them plenty of time for
their favorite activity, the making of books, which they not only wrote and discussed
endlessly, but also illustrated, edited, and bound. The girls also spent part of each day
with their Aunt Branwell, who taught them sewing and other household skills.
In 1830, Patrick became seriously ill, and he realized that if he were to die, his
children would lose their home and source of income. In order for them to be able to
support themselves, they needed some conventional accomplishments. To this end,
Charlotte was sent to Roe Head for about a year and a half. After that, she returned
to the Parsonage and spent a pleasant three years there teaching Emily and Anne. As
Charlotte wrote to Ellen in July, 1832 :
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an account of one day is an account of all. In the morning from 9 o'clock to
half past 12, I instruct my sisters and draw, then we walk till dinner, after
dinner I sew till teatime, and after tea I either read, write, do a little Fancy
work, or draw, as I please. Thus in one delightful, though somewhat
monotonous course, my life is passed ..." (Wilks, pp. 59 and 62).
In 1835, Miss Wooler offered Charlotte a teaching position at Roe Head. This
she accepted as being preferable to a position as a governess in a private home,
especially since one of her sisters would be allowed to attend the school as part of
her salary. Charlotte stayed there for almost three years, first with Emily, then with
Anne as a pupil. But even so, Charlotte found teaching outside the home intolerably
difficult. Her feelings are best expressed in her own words, in her own private
journal:
I had been toiling for nearly an hour ... striving to teach ... the distinction
between an article and a substantive. The parsing lesson was completed, a dead
silence had succeeded in the school-room and I sat sinking from irritation and
weariness into a kind of lethargy. The thought came over me am I to spend
all the best part of my life in this wretched bondage forcibly suppressing my
rage at the idleness the apathy and the hyperbolical and most assinine stupidity
of those fat-headed oafs and on compulsion assuming an air of kindness
patience and assiduity? Must I from day to day sit chained to this chair
prisoned within these four bare walls, ...? ... I longed to write ... But just then a
Dolt came up with a lesson. I thought I should have vomited ..." (Gerin,
pp.103-4).
In fact, by May, 1838, Charlotte was too sick and tired to continue this job and
returned home.
In May, 1839, Charlotte felt compelled to try again to earn some money. She
accepted a position as governess with the Sidgwick family of Stonegappe. This,
however, lasted only until July of the same year because Charlotte was so unhappy
and so unable to adjust to the demands on her time. In a letter to Emily, she wrote
that she found her surroundings "divine" but ...
.....there is such a thing as seeing all beautiful around you .,. and not having a
free moment or a free thought to enjoy them in. The children are constantly
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with me, and more riotous, perverse, unmanageable cubs never grew.... Mrs.
Sidgwick ... cares nothing in the world about me except to contrive how the
greatest possible quantity of labour may be squeezed out of me, and to that end
she overwhelms me with oceans of needlework ... " (Gerin, p. 144).
Mrs. Sidgwick's attitude to Charlotte was normal behavior for her era. Paid
employees, including governesses, were considered as inferiors in nineteenth century
households. It is not surprising that Charlotte found her position intolerable. Had they
met in society, Charlotte and Mrs. Sidgwick would have been equals, and would have
treated each other with courtesy and consideration. Generally speaking, however,
Charlotte preferred dealing with men rather than women; she had more in common
with the vigorous minds of the former than with the undereducated insipidity of the
latter.
Charlotte's second, and last, job as a governess was with the White family of
Upperwood House, Rawdon, from March to December, 1841. It was a more successful
experience, so much so that on leaving she was able to write to Ellen:
the parting scene between me and my employers was such as to efface the
memory of much that annoyed me while I was there, ..." (Gerin, p.171).
Perhaps one reason Charlotte was able to leave the White family on friendly
terms was that she and her sisters had come up with a plan to open their own school.
In August or September of 1841, Charlotte had been offered the school at Dewsbury
Moor by Miss Wooler, who wanted to retire. This coincided with Charlotte's own
desire, since she realized that the only way the sisters could be together, earning a
living, and in control of their own leisure time would be to have their own school.
However, by November, she had decided not to take up Miss Wooler's offer, but to
set up a school at the Parsonage. Because of competition from other schools in the
area, they were convinced of the necessity of spending time at a school on the
Continent to better qualify themselves as teachers. It was decided that Emily would
also accompany Charlotte to a school in Brussels for a period of about six months;
the expedition was financed by Aunt Branwell. The decision to go to Brussels was
influenced by letters from Charlotte's friend, Mary Taylor, who was studying there.
On February 8, 1842, Charlotte and Emily, accompanied by Patrick, set out for
the Continent. Charlotte, again a student at the age of 26, was about to embark on
one of the most significant experiences of her personal life. They enrolled at the
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Pensionnat Heger in the Rue d'Isabelle. The sisters studied French, drawing,
German, and literature; Emily also studied music. The pensionnat was run by
Madame Heger. Her husband, Constantin Heger, taught mainly at the neighboring
boys' school, the Athenee Royal, but also did some teaching at his wife's pensionnat.
Charlotte began to develop a very strong attachment to him. The girls decided to
extend their stay in Brussels, but returned home to Haworth on hearing of the death
of Aunt Branwell in October, 1842. The Hegers offered Charlotte the chance of
spending another year in Brussels as a part-time English teacher at the pensionnat in
exchange for lessons in French. Her duties included giving lessons in English to M.
Heger himself. Charlotte's feelings for him blossomed and did not go unrecognized by
his wife, who saw to it that the lessons were discontinued and subtly kept Charlotte
and M. Heger apart. Charlotte had for the first time in her life found her mental
match in a person outside her own family and had fallen in love with him. Being kept
apart from him during the last months of her stay in Brussels caused her intense
anguish, which in later years produced some very fine novels. By the end of 1843
Charlotte could bear it no longer and handed in her resignation, which Madame
accepted with pleasure. On leaving the school she was presented with a diploma
qualifying her as a teacher of foreign languages. She arrived home in early January,
1844.
On her return to Haworth, she started corresponding with M. Heger, but he
eventually stopped answering her letters. It should be emphasized that this was very
much a one-sided attachment. M. Heger was happily married with a large family and
a busy teaching schedule. He recognized Charlotte's superior mental ability, and
enjoyed teaching her and learning English from her - but that was all.
In 1844, the plan for starting a school at the Parsonage in Haworth was revived.
A prospectus was printed offering board and basic education for £ 35 a year; foreign
languages, music, and drawing were extra. The scheme was a total failure because no
pupils applied. This was unfortunate for the sisters financial situation, but fortunate
for posterity because they were able to concentrate on their writing.
Publishing Career
In the autumn of 1845, Charlotte discovered some poems written by Emily, which
she felt were worthy of publication. This precipitated the idea of the three sisters
jointly publishing a volume of poetry. The firm of Aylott & Jones of London agreed
to do this for them at the girls' own expense. The book, Poems by Currer, Ellis, and
Acton Bell, was published in May, 1846. Two copies were sold. During this time, all
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three of them were also hard at work on novels: EmIly on· Wuthering Heights, Anne
on Agnes Grey, and Charlotte on The Professor.
The writing of jane Eyre was not begun under auspicious circumstances: the book
of poems had been a failure, her short novel, The Professor, had been repeatedly
rejected for publication, her brother Branwell's health and mental stability were
failing, and because of her father's increasing blindness, she and her family were in
danger of losing their livelihood and home. In August, 1846, Charlotte was with her
father in Manchester where he was recovering from a cataract operation. Patrick's
sight had deteriorated to the point where, as he himself later wrote, "Before the
operation, for about a year, I could neither see to read, or write, or walk without a
guide" (Wilks, p.1l4). He was nearly seventy years old at this time, but he eventually
agreed to Charlotte's urging that he undergo surgery. The operation was performed
on August 25th without anaesthesia. Charlotte was present throughout at her father's
request. After the operation, they remained in lodgings in Manchester for almost five
weeks. A nurse was hired to take care of Mr. Bronte, who had to remain perfectly
quiet in a dark room, for about a month. Despite all the problems facing her,
Charlotte utilized this weary time to begin the writing of jane Eyre.
Charlotte took the initiative in the task of finding a publisher for their prose
works, using a list supplied to her by Aylott & Jones, who were not publishers of
fiction. In July, 1847 they received a reply from T.e. Newby offering to publish, again
at their own expense, Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey, but not The Professor. Emily
and Anne accepted these conditions, and in fact, by mid-August, the proof-sheets had
been sent to them. Undaunted, Charlotte sent her manuscript on to another publisher,
Smith, Elder, & Company of Cornhill, London on July 15th. She received no reply, so
she wrote again on August 2nd and this time received a quick reply from the firm's
reader, W.S. Williams. Although he rejected The Professor for publication, he
recognized her potential, and encouraged her to submit a longer wmk. As she wrote
in her Memoir of Ellis and Acton Bell, published by Smith, Elder in 1850, ..... this
refusal cheered the author better than a vulgarly expressed acceptance would have
done" (Gerin, p.337). In fact, jane Eyre was almost complete at this point, and much
heartened, Charlotte finished it and sent it off on August 24th. Six weeks later, on
October 16, the book came out. The immediate acceptance of jane Eyre by the
publisher, the speed with which it was printed, and its instant success with the
reading public must be the envy of anyone who has ever put pen to paper.
Thus began perhaps the happiest year in her professional life. Unfortunately, it
was not matched in her personal life. The loss of her brother Branwell and her two
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remaining sisters, Emily and Anne, within an eight-month period (from September,
1848 to May, 1849) was a devastating blow. It is not hard to imagine how much she
must have missed the mental stimulation of her sisters' companionship. It had, for
years, been their custom to put away their sewing at 9:00 pm and return to their
favorite occupations, writing and walking arm-in-arm around the table in the sitting
room discussing their work. Charlotte later told Mrs. Gaskell that ..... Once or twice
a week, each read to the others what she had written, and heard what they had to
say about it ..." (Gaskell, p.307). Charlotte wrote in a letter in July, 1849, ..... The
great trial is when evening closes and night approaches. At that hour, we used to
assemble in the dining-room-we used to talk. Now I sit by myself-necessarily I am
silent ..." (Gaskell, p. 376-7).
Charlotte went on to publish two more novels - Shirley in 1849 and Villette in 1853.
With the success of Jane Eyre, there was much speculation as to the true identity of
Currer Bell. Because of problems with Emily and Anne's publisher, T.e. Newby, she
was compelled to reveal her name to her own publisher in July, 1848, but again used
her pseudonym when Shirley was published. However, since the characters in the
novel were so easily recognizable as local people in Yorkshire, and the character of
Shirley herself so closely resembled Emily, word soon spread and by 1850 most people
knew who the author actually was. Villette, which was based on her experiences in
Brussels, was written under the name Charlotte Bronte. The Professor, rejected for so
long, was published posthumously when the publishing company knew that there could
be no further writing from Charlotte Bronte.
Physical Description, Health, and Marriage
In most of her letters to Ellen Nussey, Charlotte wrote about the health of either
herself or her family. On reading any of these, or what has been written about her,
one cannot help being struck by how very poor her health was. She was small and
delicate, and she seemed to suffer endlessly from coughs, colds, toothaches, and
headaches. She was, in addition, prone to depression and low spirits, which could
both have resulted from and contributed to her physical ailments. As will be discussed
in a later section, the Haworth environment might also have adversely affected her
physical and mental health.
The heroines in Charlotte's writings ranged from the beautiful women of Angria
(the country she and Branwell created in their juvenile writings) to the very plain
Jane Eyre. What was Charlotte herself like? The following are descriptions of
Charlotte at various stages of her life. The first is by Mary Taylor, one of the life·
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long friends Charlotte made at Roe Head School. This is an extract from a letter
from Mary Taylor to Mrs. Gaskell dated 18 January 1856, when Mrs. Gaskell was
collecting material for her biography of Charlotte. Mary was recalling her first
meeting with Charlotte at Roe Head in January, 1831, when Charlotte was almost
fifteen:
I first saw her coming out of a covered cart, in very old-fashioned clothes,
and looking very cold and miserable. She was coming to school at Miss
Wooler's. When she appeared in the schoolroom, her dress was changed, but
just as old. She looked like a little old woman, so short-sighted that she
always appeared to be seeking something, and moving her head from side to
side to catch a sight of it. She was very shy and nervous, and spoke with a
strong Irish accent. When a book was given her, she dropped her head over it
till her nose nearly touched it, and when she was told to hold her head up, up
went the book after it, still close to her nose, so that it was not possible to help
laughing. ... She always showed physical feebleness in everything. She ate no
animal food at school. It was about this time I told her she was very ugly .....
(Gaskell pp. 129-130).
Mrs. Gaskell herself first met Charlotte in August, 1850 at Briery Close, the
home of Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth near Lake Windermere in the Lake District. She
described this meeting in a letter to a friend, Catherine Winkworth, on 25 August
1850 :
a little lady in a black silk gown, whom I could not see at first for the
dazzle of the room: she came up and shook hands with me at once. I went up
to unbonnet, etc, came down to tea, the little lady worked away and hardly
spoke; but I had time for a good look at her. She is (as she calls herself)
undeveloped; thin and more than +a head shorter than I, soft brown hair not
so dark as mine; eyes (very good and expressive looking straight and open at
you) of the same color, a reddish face; large mouth and many teeth gone;
altogether plain, the forehead square, broad, and rather overhanging. She has a
very sweet voice, rather hesitates in choosing her expressions, but when chosen
they seem without an effort, admirable and just befitting the occasion. There
is nothing overstrained but perfectly simple ..... (Gaskell pp. 557-8).
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After she became famous, Charlotte made several visits to London at the
invitation of her publisher, George Smith. These visits made a great impression on
her, as she herself made an impression, not always for the best, on the literary world
of the capital. As she greatly admired the work of William Makepeace Thackeray,
George Smith arranged for him to join them for dinner in December, 1849. She was,
as always, very shy and lacking in self-confidence, and over-wrought with the
anticipation of meeting an author she admired so much. However, when they met
socially, their personalities were oddly at variance. After Charlotte's death,
Thackeray wrote the following about their first meeting:
1 remember the trembling little frame, the little hand, the great honest eyes.
... She gave me the impression of being a very pure, and lofty, and high-minded
person ..." (Gerin, p. 405).
The opinion that Charlotte was difficult to get to know, even dull and boring, was
shared by a number of the people she met in London society. She had always lived
so much in her own imagination, and she had such a fear of meeting strangers, that
she was unable to be open and relaxed during her visits. Mrs. Gaskell felt that:
Much of this nervous dread of encountering strangers I ascribed to the idea
of her personal ugliness, which had been strongly impressed upon her
imagination early in life, and which she exaggerated to herself in a remarkable
manner. 'I notice,' said she, 'that after a stranger has once looked at my face, he
is careful not to let his eyes wander to that part of the room again!' A more
untrue idea never entered into anyone's head. Two gentlemen who saw her
during this visit, without knowing at the time who she was, were singularly
attracted by her appearance; and this feeling of attraction towards a pleasant
countenance, sweet voice, and gentle timid manners, was so strong in one as to
conquer a dislike he had previously entertained to her works..." (Gaskell,
p. 501).
As shown in the preceding quote, Charlotte's feeling of physical inferiority was
more in her own mind than in the eye of the observer, and it was certainly no
deterrent to her receiving several proposals of marriage. In 1839, Charlotte received
two: the first from Henry Nussey (Ellen's brother) in March, and the second from
James Bryce (an Irish curate who had spent a day visiting Mr. Bronte!) in August.
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Charlotte refused them both, Nussey with some regret, and Bryce with some
amusement. By 1851, when James Taylor (from the publishing house of Smith, Elder
& Co.) arrived in Haworth with the probable intention of asking Charlotte to become
his wife, Charlotte, despite intense depression and loneliness following the deaths of
Branwell, Emily, and Anne, gave him no encouragement. Her final acceptance of
Arthur Bell Nicholls in 1854 was less a reciprocation of his long-standing passion for
her than an acknowledgment of it. They were married on 29 June 1854 and took up
residence in Haworth Parsonage with Mr. Bronte.
Charlotte certainly appreciated Nicholls' love for herself, rather than for the
famous author she had become, and seemed happy enough during the early months.
How the marriage would have fared, had it lasted longer, we can never know.
Charlotte's greatest passion was her writing. In a letter to Miss Wooler dated 19
September 1854 she wrote "... the fact is my time is not my own now; somebody else
wants a good portion of it ..." (Gerin, p. 553). She puts this even more strongly in a
letter to Ellen Nussey dated 7 September 1854 "... Take warning, Ellen, the married
woman can call but a very small portion of each day her own. Not that I complain of
this sort of monotony as yet and I hope I never shall incline to regard it as a
misfortune, but it certainly exists ..." (Gerin, p.553). Charlotte found herself too
involved in domestic work and helping her husband with his parish duties to find time
or energy for writing. As the years passed, Charlotte may have found this
increasingly frustrating. Within a year of her marriage, however, Charlotte's always
frail body succumbed to the, for her, devastating sickness of early pregnancy, and she
died on 31 March 1855.
Part 2.: Jane Eyre - People and Places
In Part 1 we mentioned that Charlotte, consciously or unconsciously, took her
role models from life. Though she denied it, this included herself. In The Lzfe of
Charlotte Bronte, Mrs. Gaskell quotes from an obituary written by Harriet Martineau,
a literary friend of Charlotte's, on the evolution of the heroine of Jane Eyre:
"She once told her sisters that they were wrong - even morally wrong - in
making their heroines beautiful as a matter of course. They replied that it was
impossible to make a heroine interesting on any other terms. Her answer was,
'I will prove to you that you are wrong; I will show you a heroine as plain and
as small as myself, who shall be as interesting as any of yours.' Hence 'Jane
Eyre,' said she in telling the anecdote: 'but she is not myself, any further than
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that ...''' (Gaskell, p.308).
However, on comparing Charlotte with Jane Eyre, it is obvious that Charlotte had
put much more of herself into the character than she was willing to admit. First of
all, they were both daughters of clergymen obliged by circumstances to earn their
own living as governesses. They had similar talents; they were both good artists, but
poor musicians. Intellectually they were very similar. They both felt a need to be
loved, hated mental stagnation, and craved mental stimulation.
Following the publication of each of her books, people who knew Charlotte were
able to recognize mutual acquaintances among the fictional characters. For example,
among the characters in Jane Eyre, Mary and Diana Rivers were based on her sisters
Emily and Anne, and Helen Burns upon her elder sister Maria. The elder brother of
Diana and Mary Rivers, St. John, is said to be a composite picture of Ellen's brother
Henry Nussey and a Cambridge friend of Charlotte's father, the missionary Henry
Martyn. Hannah, the faithful servant of the Rivers family, resembled Tabitha
Ackroyd, the Yorkshire woman who lived as cook and servant at the Parsonage for
over thirty years. Mr. Brocklehurst, the director of Lowood Institution, was an
unloving portrait of the Rev. William Carus Wilson, who ran the Clergy Daughters'
School at Cowan Bridge that so affected Charlotte's early childhood. Lady Ingram
and her daughter Blanche were inspired by ladies she had observed in the country
house society of her governessing job in the Sidgwick family at Stonegappe and
Swarcliffe.
Interestingly, considering the time at which Jane Eyre was written and Charlotte's
recent experiences in Brussels, the character of Rochester contains nothing of M.
Heger. Rochester was based, not on a real person at all, but on a fictional hero called
Zamorna, who was the dominant figure in Charlotte and Branwell's juvenile writings.
All the Bronte children were familiar with the Romantic movement in literature, and
particularly with the Byronic hero, as epitomized by the main character in the poem
"ChiIde Harold's Pilgrimage" by Lord Byron. This character could be described as
melancholy, disillusioned, and cynical, but also retaining a certain sensitivity. Perhaps
Jane's description of Rochester is the best one:
..... He was proud, sardonic, harsh to inferiority ... He was moody, too ... But I
believed that his moodiness, his harshness, and his former faults of morality ...
had their source in some cruel cross of fate. I believed he was naturally a man
of better tendencies, higher principles, and purer tastes than such as
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circumstances had developed, education instilled, or destiny encouraged ..."
(Penguin edition of jane Eyre, p. 178).
In the same way that Charlotte's fictional characters were easily recognizable, so
too, for those who were familiar with Yorkshire, were many of the places she
described. Here we will discuss the models for Gateshead, Lowood, Thornfield, and
Ferndean in jane Eyre, some of which we visited on our trip to "Bronte Country" in
August, 1989.
Gateshead Hall, the home of the Reed family where Jane Eyre spent her unhappy
early years with her Aunt Reed and three cousins, was modelled on Stonegappe, the
home of the Sidgwick family, where Charlotte spent several unhappy months as
governess in 1839. It is located about a mile from the village of Lothersdale. The
house itself is a south-facing three-story Georgian structure made of greyish stone,
with terraces and lawns overlooking the Yorkshire Dales. In a letter to Emily dated
8 June 1839, Charlotte wrote, "The country, the house, the grounds are, as I have said,
divine ... pleasant woods, winding white paths, green lawns, and blue sunshiny sky ..."
(Gerin, p. 144). She might not have enjoyed working there, but she did appreciate the
beauty of the surroundings. As we found when we visited Lothersdale, this house is
now a private residence and not open to visitors. Surrounded by trees and shrubbery,
the house is barely visible from the road, but we could understand why Charlotte
thought the location was "divine".
Charlotte drew a very different kind of picture when writing of the Clergy
Daughters' School at Cowan Bridge, the Lowood Institution of jane Eyre. The
experiences of Charlotte and her sisters there, and the fact that her two elder sisters
died as a result of illnesses contracted there, made such a lasting and horrific
impression on her that she never forgot or forgave the school. In writing of Lowood
she wrote vividly and harshly of these early experiences. It was one of the first things
recognized by the readers of jane Eyre and caused no little controversy, although it
was not until the publication of Mrs. Gaskell's biography of Charlotte, explicitly
linking the two, that the controversy became an uproar. In fact, Mrs. Gaskell had to
rewrite and tone down that section of her book within two years of initial
publication.
Thornfield, the Rochester family home, was a composite of three places that
Charlotte had visited. The most important of these was Ellen Nussey's home,
Rydings, near Birstall. Charlotte visited Ellen for the first time in 1832 a few months
after leaving Roe Head School. The particular elements that appear in the novel are
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the battlements, the thorn bushes, the rookery, and the large grounds with fine
chestnut trees, including one that had been split by lightning and was iron-garthed. In
those days, Rydings was a lovely estate, but today the house is divided into flats, and
stands in a factory compound. Charlotte's brother Branwell would no longer call it
"Paradise", as he did on first seeing it. Other features of Thornfield, notably the oak
panelling, portraits, long gallery, a bedroom where a madwoman supposedly lived in
the 18th century, a rookery, and a nearby church were taken from Norton Conyers,
near Ripon, which Charlotte visited with the Sidgwick family. The legend that a
lunatic died in a fire that destroyed a property belonging to a family called Eyre in
the 17th century is associated with North Lees Hall Farm, which she visited as a
sightseer when she stayed with Ellen at Hathersage, near Sheffield, in 1845.
Charlotte's probable model for Ferndean Manor was Wycoller Hall, a 16th
century stone house in a sheltered valley within walking distance of Haworth. This
house had been uninhabited since 1818, when the last owner died without heirs, and
was already a ruin when Charlotte visited it. Today, Wycoller Hall and much of the
surrounding hamlet are fortunately preserved as a Country Park. On our own visit,
we walked down the bridle path through meadows where sheep were grazing,
climbing over a stile on our way. We saw that very little remained of the house, but
the large fireplace in one of the rooms is still intact. The little hollow, with a stream
running through it, in which the house is located, is very quiet and peaceful, and a
suitably lonely retreat for Rochester after he was blinded and maimed.
Part 3 : A Literary Pilgrimage to Haworth
Nothing brings a work of literature more fully alive than seeing the actual places
that inspired the author. In addition, seeing places associated with the author's life is
fascinating, especially in the case of a place like Haworth, which has changed so
little.
Mrs. Gaskell's first visit to Haworth was at the end of September, 1853. She
described it as follows:
I left Keighley in a car for Haworth, four miles off - four tough, steep,
scrambling miles, the road winding between wave-like hills that rose and fell on
every side of the horizon, with a long illimitable sinuous look... The day was
lead-coloured; the road had some stone factories alongside of it, - grey, dull-
coloured rows of stone cottages belonging to these factories, and then we came
to poor, hungry-looking fields; - stone fences everywhere, and trees nowhere.
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Haworth is a long, straggling village: one steep narrow street - so steep that
the flag-stones with which it is paved are placed end-ways, that the horses' feet
may have something to cling to, and not slip down backwards; which if they
did, they would soon reach Keighley.... Well, we (the man, horse, car, and 1)
clambered up this street, and reached the church ... ; then we turned off into a
lane on the left, past the curate's lodging at the Sexton's, past the school-house,
up to the Parsonage yard-door. I went round the house to the front door,
looking to the church; - moors everywhere beyond and above. The crowded
grave-yard surrounds the house and small grass enclosure for drying clothes"
(Gaskell, p. 505-6).
Charlotte and her sisters and brother loved the moors that stretched out as far as
they could see behind the Parsonage. From childhood they walked, ran, and played
on the moors. Later they wrote about the moors, and they missed them terribly when
they were away from Haworth. The summer of 1847, when Charlotte was finishing
Jane Eyre, was apparently an especially fine one. Mrs. Gaskell describes a visit paid
to Charlotte and her sisters by an old friend, probably Ellen Nussey, that year:
They were out on the moors for the greater part of the day, basking in the
golden sunshine ... August was the season of glory for the neighbourhood of
Haworth. Even the smoke, lying in the valley between that village and
Keighley, took beauty from the radiant colours on the moors above, the rich
purple of the heather bloom ... And up, on the moors, turning away from all
habitations of men, the royal ground on which they stood would expand into
long swells of amethyst-tinted hills, melting away into aerial tints; and the
fresh and fragrant scent of the heather, and the' murmur of innumerable bees,'
would lend a poignancy to the relish with which they welcomed their friend to
their own true home on the wild and open hills" (Gaskell, p. 318).
The summer of 1989 was also exceptionally fine and warm. On our way to
Haworth we drove through the moors and were enchanted by the beautiful colors of
the landscape: fields of emerald green divided by charcoal grey drystone walls, a
bright blue sky, and heather truly the color of amethysts.
Glorious though the moors might be in August, for much of the year they can be
bleak, cold, and windy. Haworth itself people found to be a "dreary black-looking
village" (Gaskell, p. 429). What were living conditions like in Haworth in the
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nineteenth century? Both Mrs. Gaskell and Charles Dickens In their novels have
vividly described the appalling conditions in the larger cities under which the poorer
classes lived following the Industrial Revolution. Haworth was no exception.
Dependent on the wool trade, it was surrounded by factories. Built high on a hill, it
had a poor water supply and no sanitation. (For further reading on this aspect of
Haworth, see Wilks pp. 32-33.) Even in an era when such conditions were common,
Haworth stood out as being exceptionally bad. Let us look at a few statistics on
Haworth from the Bronte Parsonage Museum Handbook:
1. Between 1801 and 1851 the population of Haworth increased by 118% to
3,365.
2. Between 1840 and 1850 there were 1,344 burials in the churchyard.
3. The average age of death was 25 years.
4. 41% of babies died before reaching their sixth birthday.
An additional unhealthy aspect of Haworth at that time, one which particularly
affected the Brontes, was the proximity of the Parsonage to the graveyard
surrounding the church and house. Few deaths in the village were attributable to old
age: most were caused by infectious illness, and the corpses were all buried in the
badly crowded cemetery. The Parsonage water supply came from a well that had
been sunk in the cemetery. Small wonder then that in Charlotte's letters there are
continuous references to low fevers, headaches, and a continual feeling of ill-health
among the inhabitants of the Parsonage, and that the children of the Parsonage died
young. The miracle was that they exceeded the average life expectancy of the village
at all.
Visiting Haworth in 1989, it seemed to us in many ways like a town where time
had stopped in the 19th century. The parking lots for the visitors' cars and buses and
the Tourist Information Center at the intersection where Mrs. Gaskell would have
turned to the left so long ago would be foreign to the Brontes, but Haworth is still a
"long, straggling village" with the same steep roads and stone cottages. The Black
Bull Inn, where Branwell spent so much of his time, is still there, as is the druggist
shop where he bought opium. The Church and the Parsonage, despite alterations,
would still be recognizable to the Bronte family. One of the features that impressed
Mrs. Gaskell was the openness of the scene with the moors stretching far into the
distance on three sides of the Parsonage. Patrick Bronte's successor planted trees in
the churchyard, and a hundred years later, these have grown rather large, making it
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more park-like and partially obscuring the Parsonage from view.
The Bronte Society was founded in 1893. The Parsonage was purchased by Sir
James Roberts and presented to the Society in 1928, since which time it has been a
museum. In the part of the building in which the Bronte family actually lived, the
rooms have been arranged as closely as possible to the way they looked in the 1850's.
All of the furniture belonged to the Brontes, except the bed in Mr. Bronte's bedroom.
In the room that was Mr. Bronte's study is the piano that all the children, except
Charlotte, played. The three sisters spent a great deal of their time in the dining
room. In the middle of the room stands the table around which they used to walk
arm-in-arm in the evenings discussing their writing. The sofa on which Emily is said
to have died is also in this room. The room over the dining room was shared by Mr.
and Mrs Bronte until Mrs. Bronte died, then it was used by Aunt Branwell until her
death in 1842. Mrs. Gaskell slept here when she visited the Parsonage in 1853. After
their marriage, Charlotte and her husband used this room, and she died here in 1855.
There are now display cases containing some of Charlotte's clothing in this room. She
was only four feet nine inches (145 em) tall. On seeing her dress, shoes, and mittens,
one is immediately struck by how tiny and delicate she indeed was.
The gable wing built by the Reverend John Wade in 1878 now houses a collection
of Bronteana. Besides her writing desk, and many letters and manuscripts, it also
includes the apostles' cupboard that Charlotte saw at Hathersage and described so
vividly in jane Eyre. One of the most impressive display cases contains the tiny books
that Charlotte and Branwell produced. There are also paintings and drawings done
by the Brontes as children.
The church was rebuilt in 1879, but part of the tower of the old building remains.
The graves of all of the Brontes, except Anne, who died and was buried at
Scarborough, are here. The stone on which their names are engraved makes poignant
reading. Two of the servants who lived with the family for many years, Tabby
Aykroyd and Martha Brown, are buried in the churchyard near the garden wall.
The British are especially fond of their literary heritage, and many places have
been preserved as literary shrines. Wordsworth the poet wrote about the Lake
District, where he lived. Beatrix Potter set her "Peter Rabbit" stories in Cumbria.
Lewis Carroll, author of Alice in Wonderland, lived in Oxford. In some cases, whole
towns have become monuments to a particular author, as Stratford-on-Avon has
become for William Shakespeare, or Haworth, Yorkshire for the Bronte family. Such
places as these are a tremendous attraction for tourists and a whole service industry
has developed around them. Already in 1850 Charlotte was writing:
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"Various folks are beginning to come boring to Haworth, on the wise errand of
seeing the scenery described in Jane Eyre and Shirley ... but our rude hills and
rugged neighbourhood will I doubt not form a sufficient barrier to the frequent
repetition of such visits ..." (Wilks, p. 10).
With apologies to Charlotte, we were among the tens of thousands of people
who every year visit Haworth, the Parsonage, and "Bronte Country".
Part 4: Video Course on Jane Eyre
Studying a full-length novel in a foreign language, as opposed to excerpts, is
satisfying for students. It gives them a feeling of accomplishment and may even
encourage them to try other works on their own. However, when working at an
intermediate-level, this can be a daunting task for both student and teacher. One
solution is to study a filmed version of a novel on video. A film goes through the
story in a shorter amount of time than it would take to read it. The students are
pulled along with the story, rather than being allowed to become stymied by the
individual words. Visual cues reinforce the dialog, and, in the case of a historical
novel, old costumes and customs are more clearly understood through pictures than
through words.
Watching a film on television or in the cinema has an important drawback for
foreign language students: they cannot stop the action and ask the characters to
repeat themselves. Likewise, when reading a book, students can stop at any time to
consult a dictionary, but this becomes increasingly discouraging until finally they
cannot see the novel for the words. On the other hand, using a video version, students
can get repeated practice in listening comprehension, including different types of
accents, in a controlled situation under the teacher's guidance. How can this best be
achieved?
As we discovered on our first attempt at teaching literature through video some
years ago, only by a great deal of preparation on the part of the teacher is it possible
to get maximum benefit out of this type of course. Our first literature through video
course, based on Tess of the D'Urbervilles by Thomas Hardy, has been described in
Brody (1986). As this proved an enjoyable experience for all concerned, we later did a
course on The Odd Couple by Neil Simon. Jane Eyre is our most recent attempt, and
our most ambitious.
We chose the 1973 BBC version of Jane Eyre, which consists of five 45-minute
videos. Before the course began, we prepared a six to nine page packet of worksheets
for each video. This was quite time-consuming, since the film had to be studied
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carefully and divided into sections, which were then further divided into scenes. At
the beginning of each section, a list of the main characters, with a short description
of each of them, was provided for easy reference. This was followed by various kinds
of exercises, which we did together in class as we went through the video scene by
scene. Before watching each scene, we read through the exercises that we would be
doing afterwards. There were four main types of exercises in the worksheets: fill-in,
dictation, comprehension, and discussion questions. Some of these were reinforced by
visual cues; some were not. As the worksheets were based on the film, not the book,
we supplied additional notes covering such topics as nineteenth century customs and
points of the plot that were not covered in the film.
From our experience, we have found that students are overwhelmed by too much
video at once in a foreign language. They require a judicious mixture of viewing and
activities to keep them alert and interested. From the teacher's viewpoint, it is
necessary to make an overall plan for the course, and to keep to that schedule, to
avoid having to rush through the end of the film. As a general rule, at least double
the amount of time for discussion as for viewing should be allowed. It is, after all, the
teacher who should do the teaching, not the video, which should be regarded only as
an aid, albeit an excellent one.
Conclusion
In this paper we have described the research we did in preparation for a course
we taught on jane Eyre. We were aware that a novel written 150 years ago would not
paint a contemporary portrait of life in England, or be in modern English, and so
would be difficult for intermediate-level students of English as a foreign language to
understand. Presenting the novel through the medium of video helped us to overcome
these problems.
We found at the beginning of the course that although everybody in the class
had heard either of Charlotte Bronte or jane Eyre, they knew little about the story.
However, from the answers to the essay questions on the examination given at the
end of the course, we realized that some of the students had been sufficiently
motivated to read the book on their own since they gave us more information on
some points than had been in the film.
The fact that a literature course organized in this way can be expanded as time
permits to include biographical, historical, and cultural materials is a considerable
additional advantage. The difficulties of reading in a foreign language make it hard
for the student to visualize either the scene or the action; video vividly brings the
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story to life.
Bu!. Seisen Women's Jun. Col., Nos. 8-9 (1990)
Appendix
Many works of classic literature have been made into films. For teachers who
might be interested in doing a course of this kind, we list below some films based on
other nineteenth century English novels:
Austen, Jane: Pride and Prejudice
Bronte, Emily: Wuthering Heights
Collins, Wilkie: The Woman in White
Dickens, Charles: David Copperfield, Tale of Two Cities, Oliver Twist,
Great Expectations, Nicholas Nickleby, The Old Curiosity Shop
Eliot, George: The Mill on the Floss
Hardy, Thomas: Tess, Far From the Madding Crowd
The films on the list were all taken from Halliwell's Film Guide (1987) and may be
available at video rental stores.
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